does not entitle us to conclude that no one at all in this long period was interested in the kind of problems we call contextual. The interest was sometimes expressed by means of other words, notably circumstantiae ("the things that stand around"), a term employed in biblical exegesis. In the ninth century, for example, Sedulius Scotus enunciated the rule of "seven circumstances"-person, fact, cause, time, place, mode, and topic. His debt to the categories of classical logic and rhetoric will be obvious enough. In the thirteenth century, once again in an exegetical context, Aquinas regularly referred to what he called "literary circumstance" (circumstantia litterae). Augustine too had used the term circumstantia in this sense. 3 All the same, references to circumstances were relatively rare in the Middle Ages, and the emphasis on allegorical interpretations of the Bible ran counter to contextual thinking.
While the absence of a particular word does not prove the absence of interest in a topic, the rise of a new term or the revival of an old one usually expresses increasing interest or awareness. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in vernacular languages such as Italian, French, English, or German, the words contesto, contexture, context, and Kontext began to be used, usually in discussions of the interpretation of texts, especially the Bible and Aristotle's. The meaning of the term gradually expanded at this time. The earlier usage survived, and the Encyclopédie (1754) still defined contexte as "l'ensemble du texte qui entoure un extrait et qui éclaire son sens." However, the term also came to refer to the coherence of an entire text. Thus Furetière's dictionary (1690) defined contexture as "liaison des parties dans l'ensemble d'une composition littéraire." One local context for discussions of contextus was the practice of translation, encouraging awareness of the need to attend not only to individual words but to the relations between them. The term was also invoked in discussions of authenticity. The ecclesiastical historian William Cave, for instance, enunciating seven rules for distinguishing genuine works by the Fathers from false ones, formulated the fourth rule as "the style and the whole texture of the work" (stylus totiusque orationis contextus). 4 A third and more extended sense of the term included the intention of the writer, often described as his scopus or in English as "scope." Thus Galileo, in his
Letter to the Grand Duchess (1615) about the use of the Bible in disputes over natural philosophy, quoted Augustine on contextio sermonis to support his argument that the Bible was often interpreted "in senses so far from the real intention of the scripture" (in sensi tanto remoti dall'intenzione retta di essa Scrittura) that it was better not to quote it at all in these debates. 5 A generation later, another natural philosopher, Robert Boyle, referred to divines who misinterpret scripture through neglect of "the context and the speaker's scope." 6 In similar fashion, the church historian Gottfried Arnold, discussing the ideas of the heretic Kaspar Schwenckfeld, advised the reader to set his words in "the full context" (dem gantzen Context). 7 The concern with intention or purpose ("scope") deserves to be noted, including the metaphorical or semimetaphorical attribution of intention to a text, the Bible, or the laws (the mens, sententia, or voluntas legum). 8 However, in the early modern period, much of the discussion of what we would term context, whether in law, ethics, political thought, or theology, was phrased in terms of "circumstances" (as in the Middle Ages) or "occasions"-or in terms of what Machiavelli called the "quality of the times" (la qualità de'tempi ) -to which political leaders needed to adapt themselves if they wished to succeed. Jurists discussed circumstantial evidence and also the place of circumstances in interpreting and applying laws. 9 In the case of ethics, this was the age of the rise of casuistry in both the Catholic and the Protestant worlds. Casuistry is a pejorative eighteenth-century term for the study of "cases of conscience, " the ethical equivalent of case law, replacing the application of general rules by the investigation of particular circumstances. 10 Discussions of the interpretation of the Bible regularly invoked the need to take circumstances into consideration. The Lutheran divine Matthas Flacius, for example, whose Clavis Scripturae (1567) was discussed by Dilthey a century ago as a milestone in the development of hermeneutics, discussed six circumstantiae (one fewer than Sedulius seven centuries earlier): the person, the time, the style, the intention, the place, and the instrument. Under the heading "person," for instance, he considered who was speaking to whom, about what, and in the presence of whom. 11 In similar fashion, writers on the art of preaching stressed the need to "accommodate" sermons both to the occasion on which they were delivered (such as Lent or Easter), and to the audience, whether clerical or lay, learned or ignorant.
An outstanding example of contextual thinking in early modern style is the work of the Florentine historian Francesco Guicciardini. In a passage of his aphorisms on politics, Guicciardini notes "how mistaken are those who quote the Romans at every step, " since "one would have to have a city with exactly the same conditions as theirs" for their example to be relevant. Again, Guicciardini's "Considerations" on the Discourses of his friend Machiavelli criticized the generalizations because they were "advanced too absolutely" [ posto troppo assolutamente].
Guicciardini wished to make more distinctions, "because the cases are different" As for the Reformation, including the Counter-Reformation, the attempt to apply biblical precepts to everyday life in a literal-minded fashion, especially
by Protestant "fundamentalists" (as we might call them), raised the problem whether or not these precepts were intended to be generally applicable. In Catholic and Protestant attempts to claim that the conclusions of natural philosophers were wrong because they contradicted the Bible.
On the other hand, the thrust of the movements we call-with some hesitations-the Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment was anticontextual in the sense that participants, fascinated by the geometrical method, were concerned with formulating laws of nature and society, generalizations that would be valid whatever the circumstances of time, place, or persons. As the philosopher Stephen Toulmin has argued, this "attempt to decontextualise philosophy and natural science" needs to be replaced in "its own social and historical context" as a quest for certainty that becomes more pressing in an age of ideological conflict, notably during the Thirty Years' War. 17
All the same, it would be unwise to describe the eighteenth century as without a sense of context. Some thinkers expressed distrust in universal rules of behavior or of law. The advice on conduct given in the Spectator, for instance, was qualified, as in the case of the casuists, by concern with particular circum- Material as well as moral context was taken more seriously in the nineteenth century than before. In archaeology, the increasing concern with stratigraphy in the early nineteenth century implied a displacement of interest from ancient objects in themselves, as studied by traditional antiquarians, to their context or location. 25 The place of debates concerning public museums in the rise of a sharper sense of material context also deserves emphasis. In 1796, for instance, in a letter to General Miranda, and again in 1815, Quatremère de Quincy, a
Frenchman, denounced the looting of Italian works of art by Napoleon, Lord
Elgin, and others on the grounds that this uprooting or déplacement deprived the objects of their cultural value. Quatremère's point was that the associations, meaning, and power of an artifact depended on its uses and its location. To displace it was to destroy. The appropriate setting for Italian artifacts was Italy itself, which he described as a museum without walls, "le Muséum intégral. " 26
Within museums, the principles of classification began to be debated. In the 1780s, the art collection at Vienna was reorganized by schools of art arranged in chronological order. The Louvre followed suit in its Grand Gallery after the Revolution, and Alexandre Le Noir also adopted a chronological system in the in the Danish National Museum, solved the problem by classifying them in their temporal context according to three consecutive ages, defined as the ages of stone, bronze, and iron.
Later in the century, the German anthropologist Franz Boas caused a sensation in museum circles in the United States by arguing that exhibits should not be arranged according to the type of artifact or the stage that the objects represented in an evolutionary sequence. They should be arranged by "culture area."
The point of the change in arrangement was that, according to Boas, an object could not be understood "outside of its surroundings," physical and cultural.
Hence Boas liked to show what he called "life groups" in the museum, with models of people using the objects, in order, as he put it, "to transport the visitor into foreign surroundings." 28 The surroundings helped viewers to interpret the objects, just as the context helped readers to interpret texts.
In a number of disciplines, in the 1920s and 1930s the term situation came to play a central role. These disciplines included sociology, psychology, history, and above all the relatively new academic subject of anthropology, which Franz
Boas, moving from the museum to the university, helped to establish in the United States.
For instance, Karl Mannheim, one of the pioneers of the sociology of knowledge, treated ideas as socially situated (literally "tied to the situation," Situationsgebunden). In other words, ideas were dependent on the social "location" (Lagerung) or "position" of individuals in groups such as classes or generations. 29 At much the same time in the United States, the sociologist William I. Thomas, concerned with small groups and social action, was developing his idea of the "definition of the situation," and developing his contrast of "commonly and publicly accepted definitions of situations" with "rival definitions." 30 Some students of literature and art were making a sociological turn at this time. Critics sympathetic to Marxism, notably Georg Lukács, emphasized the response of writers to social situations. 31 In England, the influential critic Frank Leavis, although never a Marxist, was concerned, in the words of an early
reviewer, to show the relation of poetry "to the state of culture in which it was produced." A movement for a "social history of art" also developed in the 1930s. In psychology, a concern with frame, context, situation, or environment marked a number of enterprises located on the frontier with sociology. Students of memory, notably Maurice Halbwachs, stressed its "social frame" (cadres sociaux), and also the "contextual stimuli" and "contextual cues" that brought memories to the surface. In Russia, Lev Vygotsky and Aleksandr Luria argued that the mentality of illiterates was characterized by "concrete or situational thinking."
Luria derived his idea of situational thinking from Kurt Goldstein's work on lesions of the brain, which distinguished concrete thought, "bound to the immediate experience of unique objects and situations," from abstract thought, associated with the ability to shift "from one aspect of a situation to another" and so free itself from dependence on context. 33
A general "field theory" of psychology was put forward by Kurt Lewin, using the term field as a synonym for the "lifespace" or environment of an individual or group. Without studying the field, he argued, the behavior of individuals and groups could not be understood. The most famous critic of Frazer was Bronislaw Malinowski. Malinowski
was concerned with what he called the "contextual specification of meaning" and the problem of translating the untranslatable. Meaning, he argued, is dependent on the "context of situation" so that "the concept of context has to be broadened" to accommodate this point. 39 Malinowski discussed material culture in terms sim- 41 This focus on face-to-face situations was an attempt to avoid assuming the homogeneity of a whole culture, as so many anthropologists tended to do at the time. 42 The anthropologist who took Malinowski's ideas about context furthest was his former pupil Edward Evans-Pritchard, in his study of witchcraft, oracles, and magic among the Azande. The term context does not often appear in this study. 43 What the study does, however, is explore two important ideas that had had or were to have considerable influence in other disciplines: the dependence of thought on situation and the dependence of one belief on others. In the first place, Evans-Pritchard described the ideas of the Azande as "imprisoned in In the case of theology, for example, comparison would require discussion of the so-called contextual reinterpretation of religion; in ethics, it would be concerned with the rise of a "situationism" that has effectively revived casuistry under another name. 47 In the case of philosophy, the continuing influence of Wittgenstein's emphasis on meaning as use would demand discussion, as would John
Austin's analysis of the "occasion" and "context" of utterances. 48 In political science, attention would have to be given to contextual explanations of phenomena ranging from international relations to election results. 49 In the case of archaeology, the rise of a new contextual approach in Cambridge would merit discussion. Although, as was suggested above, the stratigraphic method implies a tradition of sensitivity to material contexts, "contextual archaeology" is distinctive in its focus on "reading" the meanings and associations of objects and their "contexts of use." 50 In geography, given its essential concern with "environment," a contextual approach might seem to be otiose, but terms such as situation and context are increasingly employed following the Swedish "time-geographer" Torsten Häger-strand's recommendation to focus on what he calls "the principles of togetherness," especially at a local level. 51 Even in the case of law, which might be said to be a deliberately anticontextual or, better, a decontextualizing enterprise, a series of studies entitled "Law in Context" was planned in 1965 and began to appear in Britain in 1970, while Ronald Dworkin has noted the rise of "context sensitivity" in legal language. 52 The discussion that follows, despite all these possibilities for comparison, will be limited to education, sociolinguistics, literature, and social and cultural history.
In educational sociology and psychology, the work of Bernstein, Bruner, and
Cole on learning illustrates the contextual trend. 53 In Britain, the sociologist Basil
Bernstein's famous contrast between two forms of language, the "restricted" and "elaborated" codes, originally lacked any reference to the word context, but by 1969 Bernstein was describing the codes as respectively "context-dependent" and "context-independent." 54 In the United States, the educational psychologist Jerome Bruner picked up Bernstein's phrases when discussing the role of the school in establishing "context-independent modes of thinking" via literacy.
Bruner's earlier discussions of cognitive growth in children had described perception as "field dependent," "non-transformable," or "stuck." 55 In the 1950s and 1960s, sociolinguistics (otherwise known as the "sociology of language" or the "ethnography of speaking") became a semiautonomous discipline, with leaders in the field such as Dell Hymes, Joshua Fishman, William
Labov, and John Gumperz all emphasizing the human capacity for switching codes or "registers" according to the context or situation. 57 For example, a classic study by Labov, arguing against the idea that black children in the United States were inarticulate, described an experiment to show that "the social situation is the most powerful determinant of verbal behaviour." 58 The parallel with Evans-Pritchard's description of individual Azande as switching concepts will be obvious enough: "An individual in one situation will employ a notion he excludes in a different situation." 59 Folklorists have been studying the performance of oral narratives in a way similar to that of linguists. Attention has been drawn to the "spatial context" of performance, who is standing where, how close to or distant from whom. 60 In sociology, Anthony Giddens has placed considerable stress on "locale"
as essential to what he calls the "contextuality" of social interaction, while feminists such as Donna Haraway have revived Mannheim's concept of "situated knowledge," although they define the situation in terms of gender rather than class. 61 Situation was also central to the work of Erving Goffman, whose dramaturgical approach to everyday life stressed the variety of social roles available to individuals and the difference in the "performance" of the same people in different settings -such as the waiter in the restaurant whom customers see as
impassive but who changes demeanor completely when he enters the "back region" of the kitchen. 62 Goffman's achievement might be described as an elaboration of the idea of the "definition of the situation" put forward by an earlier Chicago sociologist, W. I. Thomas.
"Performance" is a concept that has become increasingly central to a number of disciplines, beginning with sociolinguistics. 63 The concept's importance lies in its potential for undermining older kinds of historical (or indeed sociological) explanation. Much human behavior used to be given explanations such as "A said or did X because he or she was a B" (a bourgeois, say, or a Puritan).
By contrast, a performance-centered approach encourages the substitution of explanations of the form "A said or did X because he or she was in a situation that Harder to classify as well as more influential has been the movement in lit- Still more difficult to categorize is the work of Greenblatt, which is sometimes described as contextual and sometimes as a text-oriented close reading.
What he not infrequently does is to juxtapose, compare, and link literary and nonliterary texts from the same culture, such as King Lear and a pamphlet attacking exorcism. Greenblatt avoids the term context, preferring to speak of "circulation" or "negotiation," presumably because he wants to escape from or go beyond the old text-context debate. In a sense, what he is doing, sometimes brilliantly, is placing literary texts in the context of a whole culture. Hence
Greenblatt is not so far as he may appear from Dilthey and his Geistesgeschichte, Greenblatt's "negotiation" not so far removed from the traditional idea of Zusammenhang, the New Historicism not so far from the old. sions of the challenges posed by the site for which the work was designed are relatively traditional. What is new is the increasing concern with the original location of paintings, whether they were displayed in churches or in palaces, for instance, or whether they were to be seen alone or as part of an ensemble. Titian's Assumption, for example, painted for the church of the Frari in Venice, appears to have been designed to contrast with the apse behind it, while the composition of his Pesaro Madonna has been described as "a response to the challenge of a particular site." Botticelli's Primavera was originally the backboard of a bed. 70 Increasing attention is also being paid to the microcontext of patronage. It is of course in intellectual history that the concern with context is today particularly explicit, as it has been for nearly half a century. It was in the fifties that an American historian of China, Benjamin Schwartz, argued for an approach to the history of ideas in terms of conscious responses to situations (he was referring not to Collingwood but to Mannheim). 73 At much the same time, in Cambridge, Peter Laslett was arguing the case for placing Locke's Second Treatise of Government in a "revised historical context" and treating it as "a response to urgent political circumstances" (the Exclusion Crisis of 1679 -81). 74 It should be noted, though, that Laslett criticized his predecessors not so much for failing to However, the new journal needs to be placed in a disciplinary as well as a local context, and viewed as a response to, or a part of, a continuing debate over the status of scientific knowledge, whether it is genuinely universal or tied to specific
cultures or microenvironments such as laboratories and clinics. The making of general scientific knowledge is now discussed in terms of decontextualization. 80 
Outstanding Problems
The or literature, but also the use of general concepts, such as "feudalism," "capitalism" or even "family" or "state." A focus on "situation" runs the risk of privileging the present and excluding tradition. Traditions have sometimes been viewed in too monolithic a manner. However, their study has been renewed by scholars sensitive to the ways in which -thanks in part to their inner conflicts -these traditions are capable of being adapted or reconstructed, consciously or unconsciously, as circumstances change. 96 In its turn, an awareness of the power of tradition, "the past in the present, " may help us understand how people from different cultures react differently in the "same" situation, for example in an encounter between Europeans and Americans in the 1490s.
Since there are no simple solutions to the problems briefly evoked here, a formal conclusion to this essay is inappropriate. It is better to end with informal remarks aimed at inciting further discussion and defending imprecision, multiplicity, and decontextualization.
It is probably too late to advocate distinguishing relatively narrow contexts from wider situations-or vice versa-by means of different words, as might once have been useful. 97 In any case, it may be unwise, as we have seen, to expect too much precision from the term context, to make it take more weight than it can bear. The term is best used to refer to phenomena that are not in focus at a given moment: especially, perhaps, those that are just out of focus. The lack of sharp definition, the open-endedness of the concept, has advantages as well as disadvantages and does not make the term meaningless-for as a lawyer has observed, "it is relatively easy to say what 'the contextual approach' is not; it is not narrowminded, it does not treat law as being 'just there' to be studied in isolation, it is opposed to formalism." 98
Although it is always wise to think contextually, contextual analysis is best treated as one method rather than "the" method of cultural or intellectual history. In any case, we need to think of contexts in the plural. To do so is not only to use the word in the plural form but to remember to ask, In what other contexts might this word, action, object be placed? What looks, when one first discovers it, like "the" context for an idea, object, statement, or event generally turns out to be no more than "a" context.
It is obviously necessary, for instance, to distinguish contextualization on the part of cultural analysts (Mitchell's "setting") from contextualization as an everyday practice by participants in the culture being analyzed (Mitchell's "sit- 97. Mitchell, "Situational Perspective," distinguishes "a situation defined by the actors" from "a setting defined by the analyst" and from wider "contexts."
98. Twining, Law in Context, 43 -44. uation"). Sociolinguists in particular have shown that participants are aware of what analysts call "contextualization cues" (Goffman uses a similar phrase, "framing cues"). The degree of this awareness may vary with the culture; it has been argued, for example, that social context is more important in defining forms of linguistic politeness in Japanese than it is in English and some other languages. 99 As for the analysts, the contexts that they select or construct may be literary, linguistic, social, cultural, political, or material; some of them more literal, more precise, or more local, and others more metaphorical, vaguer, or broader.
There is no one correct context. What can be done is to try to place the narrower context within a wider and wider context that might be represented as a series of concentric circles, recognizing in principle that an infinite series of such circles may be distinguished and in practice that there is no clear place to stop. 100 Hence Mitchell as an anthropologist speaks of "nested contexts" such as the faceto-face situation, its social environment, and the wider social system. As the con- The gap between context-centered and tradition-centered approaches, mentioned earlier, might be bridged by the suggestion that cultural traditions encourage individuals and groups to adopt particular schemata, stereotypes, or clichés and so to perceive or define situations in particular ways. 103 The constraining power of schemata in the short term, but also their adaptability in the long term, may be illustrated again and again from studies of encounters between exemplary in this respect. 104 Recent discussions in the history and philosophy of science have been concerned with a similar problem, that of the means by which knowledge that was originally local, produced in a specific context, is rendered general. 105 What makes these studies exemplary -provided they are themselves adapted to new contexts -is that they provide conceptual space for recontextualization and for the phenomenon variously known as "decontextualization" and "disembedding. "
To provide this conceptual space is both to criticize and to employ the concept of context, to develop or adapt it in response to challenges.
It is worth remembering that these points are not as new as they may seem.
Collingwood, for example, was critical of the idea "that anything torn from its context is thereby mutilated or falsified, " claiming on the contrary that an "act of thought" can "sustain itself through a change of context and revive in a different one. " 106 The decontextualizing effect of writing has long been discussed, making it easier to take ideas out of the face-to-face situations in which they were originally formulated in order to apply them elsewhere.
All the same, the recent interest in the phenomenon of recontextualization or "reframing" is surely unparallelled. 107 In anthropology and sociology, Claude
Lévi-Strauss's notion of bricolage and Michel de Certeau's discussion of everyday consumption as a form of production or creativity both depend on the notion of recontextualization. 108 The same concept might be used to mediate in the Goody-Street debate on the contexts of literacy, encouraging a closer analysis of the literacy package, distinguishing between skills that can be "transferred" from the Koranic school to the shop and those that resist adaptation. 109 Rorty goes so far as to describe the whole of philosophical inquiry as recontextualization, on the grounds that (generalizing the point made by Evans-Pritchard about the Azande) "a belief is what it is only by virtue of its position in the web." 110 A similar point might be made about translation.
One might go still further and define originality, innovation, invention, or creativity in terms of the capacity to recontextualize; and this was Arthur
Koestler's point in his study of the "act of creation. " One of his most telling examples was that of the wine-press, observed by Gutenberg, "lifted out of its context" and employed for a new purpose: printing books. Recontextualization, in other words, is creative adaptation rather than invention ex nihilo. 111
